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Corbett: Population Structure in Hispanic St. Augustine, 1629-1763

POPULATION STRUCTURE IN HISPANIC
ST. AUGUSTINE, 1629-1763
by THEODORE G. CORBETT*

in seventeenth- and eighteenthR century Americanpopulation
and European communities is providing
ECENT STUDY OF

new insights into the nature of their social existence. Such studies
depend not only upon the traditional census, but utilize a variety
of sources, including parish registers, tax and tribute rolls, musters, and genealogical material.1 The use of these sources for the
counting of individuals and the arrangement of aggregate figures
into tables may seem to produce a rigidly scientific and arid
form of history, but in reality these figures do much to explain
the everyday life experience of a past community. There is no
better way, for instance, of substantiating the influence of events
like the joyous celebration of marriage, or the sobering reality of
starvation or plague.
Hispanic St. Augustine provides considerable documentation
for a study which utilizes the techniques of historical demography. Such an approach allows one to view the history of St.
Augustine over a long-term period, from 1629 to 1763, tracing
growth, contraction, and stability of existence within the community.
Historians owe a debt to the curates of the St. Augustine
parish church, who faithfully listed the number of baptisms,
marriages, burials, and occasionally confirmations. Since the
middle of the sixteenth century, as ordered by the Council of
Trent, it had been the duty of all parish curates in Catholic
countries to fulfill this task. Sometimes curates went beyond this
*

Mr. Corbett is assistant professor of history, Florida State University,
Tallahassee, Florida.

1. Among many studies of historical demography, the work of Sherburne
F. Cook and Woodrow Borah, Essays in Population History, 2 vols.
(Berkeley, 1971-1974) depends upon tribute and tax lists, while the work
of Irene W. D. Hecht, “The Virginia Muster of 1624/5 As a Source for
Demographic History,” William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, XXX
(January 1973), 65-92, utilizes a muster, and that of Louis Henry and
Étienne Gautier, La population de Crulai, paroisse Normande (Paris,
1958), is the classic study of Catholic parish registers.
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routine job, and one of St. Augustine’s curates, Juan de Solana,
made a complete report on conditions in Florida, including a
population census. Visitations by important clerics from Cuba
also added to population materials. In 1689 the Bishop of Cuba
and in 1736 Francisco de San Buenaventura y Tejada, auxiliary
bishop of Cuba, had population censuses made for Florida, including St. Augustine.2 The Spanish officials prepared another
set of lists during the evacuation of the colony in 1763-1764,
when the colony passed into British hands, largely consisting of
St. Augustine’s inhabitants. Beyond these four censuses, there
exists only rough estimates of the population of St. Augustine.
Clearly with such sources, it is only possible to approximate
St. Augustine’s population, and occasionally it is necessary to
interpolate population figures. In fact, contrary to the apparent
scientific validity of tables and figures contained in this study,
techniques of historical demography produce results which are
no more infallible than those of other historical methodologies.3
Yet, this should not detract from the value of such estimates; the
techniques do provide useful estimates of vital functions, without
which the living experience of the community would be lost.
Account of the marriages, baptisms, and burials in the St.
Augustine parish registers is the major source for the demographic study of this community, against which the few censuses
and estimates serve as checks.4 But there are some fundamental
problems involved in handling the parish registers. For one, the
curates had no interest in the later pursuits of historical demog2. San Buenaventura has been referred to as “Bishop of Trical.” Trical
probably was his nominative see from ancient times. Such titles were
often used in designating auxiliaries. See Michael V. Gannon, The Cross
in the Sand: The Early Catholic Church in Florida. 1513-1870 (Gainesville, 1965), 79-80.
3. For the use and limits of historical demography, see Louis Henry, “Historical demography,” J. A. Banks, “Historical sociology and the study of
population,” and T. H. Hollingsworth, “The importance of the quality
of the data in historical demography,” in D. V. Glass and Roger Revelle,
eds., Population and Social Change (New York, 1972), 43-86; D. E. C.
Eversley, “Population, Economy and Society,” and Louis Chevalier,
“Towards a History of Population,” in D. V. Glass and D. E. C. Eversley,
eds., Population in History: Essays in Historical Demography (Chicago,
1965), 23-78.
4. This article has been based upon the use of photostatic copies of the
Cathedral Records, St. Augustine Parish, in the St. Augustine Historical
Society, St. Augustine, Florida. A short description of the St. Augustine
Parish Registers is provided in Michael V. Gannon, “Mission of Nombre
de Dios Library,” Catholic Historical Review, LI (October 1965), 374-75.
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raphers, and consequently kept their records in accord with a
different set of values. Since marriages constituted festive occasions, it is plausible that nearly all of St. Augustine’s marriages
came to be recorded. But burials did not always reflect the number of deaths. In years of catastrophic death the curate could not
keep up with the number of burials, and it appears, in the case
of St. Augustine, that he gave precedence to adults and often
did not record the internment of children. Furthermore, in
Hispanic communities, religious institutions other than the parish church, like religious orders and hospitals, often provided the
last rites of the Church.5 St. Augustine’s Franciscan community
may have occasionally done this. Thus, the number of deaths
generally exceeded the number of burials.
The case of the baptismal records is even more complex.
Many adults received baptism in St. Augustine, particularly
blacks who had escaped from Carolina. Consequently, to gain
an accurate figure for births, baptisms of individuals over six
months of age must be subtracted, since it is unlikely they had
been born in St. Augustine. Because St. Augustine was rarely
visited by bishops or had resident auxiliary bishops from Cuba
for only brief periods, the confirmation lists are too few to be of
much demographic value. 6 Assuredly, parish registers are to be
used with discretion in order to obtain the most accurate and
worthwhile data.
Another problem with the registers concerns the consistency
of information they provide. There are gaps within the records
which make it impossible to study certain time periods. Marriages and baptisms have been recorded since 1594, though in
such limited numbers that the sample derived from them appears
useful only after 1629. There remains a gap in the marriage
records between 1756 and 1763 because records exist only for
pardos and morenos, inhabitants with Negro blood or of African
descent. Burial records are sparse, covering only the years 16291638 and 1719-1763. Such intervals are a major obstacle to the
complete reconstruction of St. Augustine’s population history.
5.

6.

In seventeenth-century Spain, Madrid’s parish of San Ginés had religious
communities and hospitals with their own burial registers. See Claude
Larquié, “Etude de démographie madrilène: la paroisse de San Ginés
de 1650 a 1700,” Melanges de Casa de Velázqua, 2 (1966), 247.
Gannon, Cross in the Sand, 49-83.
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It is necessary to understand the type of population pattern
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century communities. In St.
Augustine’s case, such a perspective is important because it has
been asserted that it was a self-contained community, with little
movement of inward or outward migration, left in an isolated
state to develop upon its own. 7 It is, of course, dangerous to use
such models of population structure because most communities
evolved in stages moving from one pattern to the next. Still, two
patterns of population development are useful in dealing with
the above assertion. One of these is the so-called self-contained
community, readily found in colonial America, particularly
among New England towns. Here a secure and healthful environment allowed communities to grow, even though, after their
initial settlement, they closed themselves to further migration.
Such communities came to be characterized by marriages at an
early age, a low rate of mortality, particularly among children,
and a high number of births per marriage. To apply the term
self-contained to such communities does not imply that they became totally closed; in fact, population growth forced later generations to emigrate. Still, this emigration remained a minor
factor in the overall population level, and the community exhibited a characteristic ability to handle its population problems
on its own.8
There is an alternative population pattern, the dependent
community, more typical of early modern England, Spain, and
France. There conditions seem to have been harsher because of
catastrophic cycles of plague, famine, and war, which could
sometimes eliminate as much as ten per cent of the population.
Such a community usually exhibited patterns of late marriage, a
high mortality rate, and a low number of births per marriage. In
terms of natural increase, these communities should have suffered
a population decline, but most did not because of immigration
which proved able to fill the gap caused by late marriage and
high mortality. Even in small English villages, the turnover of
families from generation to generation reached surprisingly high
7. Kathleen A. Deagan, “Mestizaje in Colonial St. Augustine,” Ethnohistoy,
XX (Winter 1973), 59; “Sex, Status and Role in the Mestizaje of Spanish Colonial Florida” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Florida, 1974), 17.
8. The self-contained community is described by Kenneth A. Lockridge,
“The Population of Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736,” Economic Histoy Review, Second Series, XIX (August 1966), 320, 323-24, 343-44.
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levels, reflecting a mobility between communities in search of
employment.9 Thus, one pattern of population emphasized the
independence of the community in controlling its population
development. The other relied upon the integration of newcomers, so that population level often depended upon constant
inward migration. These two patterns are important to an historical examination of St. Augustine’s population.
Evidence of the total population of St. Augustine is sketchy.
A variety of censuses and estimates exist, confusing not so much
for inaccuracy as for their different means of computation. In
the first half of the seventeenth century, St. Augustine’s census
is usually estimated from the number of plazas (places or positions) in the garrison at between 300 and 500 inhabitants. But
plazas accounted for only the soldiers of the Castillo de San
Marcos and a few widows and orphans who received a portion
of the subsidy.
In 1675, Gabriel Díaz Vara Calderón, Bishop of Cuba, authorized a census which claimed a population of about 300.10 Ten
years later, though, records indicate that 1,400 people sought
refuge in the Castillo.11 No doubt refugee Indians from the villages around St. Augustine had increased the town’s population.
The number of people who crowded into the Castillo during
Governor James Moore’s attack of 1702 also may have been as
great as 1,500.12 A census of 1689, issued by the Bishop of Cuba
after the inspection of Father Juan Ferro Machado, listed the
population of the town at 1,444 .13 Thus, St. Augustine’s popula9. Ibid., 324, 326, 329-30, 334; Peter Laslett and John Harrison, “Clayworth
and Cogenhoe,” H. E. Bell and R. L. Ollard, eds., Historical Essays,
1600-1750, Presented to David Ogg (London, 1963), 174-81; Pierre
Goubert, “Historical Demography and the Reinterpretation of Early
Modern French History: A Research Review,” in Theodore Rabb and
Robert Rotberg, eds., The Family in History (New York, 1971), 21, 25.
10. Lucy L. Wenhold, transl. and ed., A 17th Century Letter of Gabriel
Díaz Vara Calderón, Bishop of Cuba, Describing the Indians and Indian
Missions of Florida, Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections, Vol. 95, No.
16 (Washington, 1936), 7.
11. Archivo General de Indias, Seville, Spain, estante 58, cajón 2, legajo 6/3,
número 3, April 28, 1685, photostat in Stetson Collection, P. K. Yonge
Library of Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville. Archivo
General photostats and transcripts hereinafter will be cited as AGI,
followed by location and document numbers; Stetson Collection documents will be cited as ST.
12. AGI 58-2-8/243, November 5, 1702, ST.
13. AGI 54-3-2/9, September 28, 1689, ST.
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tion probably ranged from 1,400 to 1,500 during the years 1685
to 1702.
In 1736, Bishop San Buenaventura y Tejada listed 1,409 inhabitants. 14 Thirteen years later, Solana’s exhaustive report
counted 2,446 inhabitants, a doubling of the population.15 For
1763, there are several lists of evacuation figures ranging from
2,996 to 3,104. The smaller number is more likely St. Augustine’s
population since the evacuation included inhabitants of the suburbs. 16
St. Augustine should consequently be considered a growing
town, though not a city or metropolis, even by eighteenth-century
standards. In 1763, St. Augustine could not be compared with
larger American cities like Mexico City with its nearly 100,000
inhabitants, or Lima, Havana, and Puebla each with some 50,000
or Philadelphia and New York with 20,000-30,000.17 Yet St.
Augustine was larger than Williamsburg, Virginia’s capital, or
any other town in the southern colonies, save Charleston.18
It should not be assumed from the evidence of the censuses
and estimates that St. Augustine’s population grew progressively
larger. Taking the parish registers and projecting the number of
estimated births, estimated deaths, and marriages upon Figure 1,
it is evident that these vital functions could fluctuate widely. For
instance, deaths followed a pattern of peaks and depressions, reflecting the devastating effect of plague, famine, and war. Births
increased, although in the period 1693-1714 there was a change
in this pattern. It may be a so-called “echo” reflecting an earlier
period of high deaths and delayed marriages, most likely from
1661 to 1672, but there is also the possible effect of devastation

14.
15.
16.

17.

18.

AGI 58-2-14/l22, April 29, 1736, ST.
AGI 86-7-21/41, April 19, 1760, ST.
AGI 86-6-6/43, April 16, 1764, ST; AGI 87-1-5/3-4, January 22, 1764,
September 26, 1766, January 27, 1770, ST. For studies of the evacuation,
see Robert L. Gold, “The Settlement of the East Florida Spaniards in
Cuba, 1763-1766,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLII (January 1964),
216-20; Wilbur H. Siebert, “The Departure of the Spaniards and Other
Groups from East Florida, 1763-1764,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XIX
(October 1940), 145-50.
Nicolás Sánchez-Albornoz, The Population of Latin America: A History,
transl. W. A. R. Richardson (Berkeley, 1974), 81, 99-100, 127-28; Stella
H. Sutherland, Population Distribution in Colonial America (New York,
1936), 69, 95, 167.
Sutherland, Population Distribution in Colonial America, 251.
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from war. Lastly, though the number of marriages increased to
record heights in the 1740s, there are figures as late as 1718 which
approximate those of the 1630s. It is difficult to project from one
year to the next the direction which the vital functions would
take.
An idea of the long-term fertility of the families of St.
Augustine can be gained by comparing the number of births per
marriage. Taking the number of births for a decade and dividing
them by the number of marriages for that time span which begins five years earlier, it is possible to arrive at an estimate of the
average number of births per married couple. From Table 1 it is
BIRTHS

TABLE 1

PER MARRIAGE,

1628-1762

Marriages
Years

Number

Years

1628-1637
1638-1647
1648-1657
1658-1667
1668-1677
1678-1687
1688-1697
1698-1707
1708-1717
1718-1727
1728-1737
1738-1747
1748-1756a

66
71
76
89
102
95
108
94
137
146
154
239
167 (186a)

1633-1642
1643-1652
1653-1662
1663-1672
1673-1682
1683-1692
1693-1702
1703-1712
1713-1722
1723-1732
1733-1742
1743-1752
1753-1762

Births
Number
247
253
248
285
345
425
463
332
469
514
669
858
1,044

B/M
3.7
3.6
3.3
3.2
3.4
4.5
4.3
3.5
3.4
3.5
4.3
3.6 a
5.6

a
The marriage records are not complete for 1757. The figure 186 was projected on the basis of the previous nine years. The B/M utilizes the figure
186.

evident that from 1633 to 1682 the number of births per marriage remained relatively constant between 3.2 and 3.7. From
1683 to 1702, however, there was a major increase in the number
of births per marriage to between 4.3 and 4.5, produced from a
rather constant number of marriages. After Moore’s devastation
of the town in 1702, as might be expected, the birth per marriage
level fell to the previous earlier level of 3.4 to 3.5, a situation
which continued until 1732. In St. Augustine’s last years as a
19. On the “echo” in historical demography, see Lockridge, “Population of
Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736,” 334.
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Hispanic town the number of births per marriage rose again as
high as 5.6 and 4.3, though not constantly; from 1738 to 1747 it
was only 3.6. During most of this time, fertility remained low, in
the pattern of a dependent community; but during three periods
— 1683-1702, 1733-1742, and 1753-1762— it increased enough to approach the pattern of a self-contained community.
The trend of St. Augustine’s fertility has a direct relationship
to its economic and social conditions. Before 1683, fertility remained constantly low because of the precarious conditions of
supply and employment within the presidio. This situation improved between 1683 and 1702 when construction of the Castillo
de San Marcos guaranteed jobs, and an adequate food supply
could be obtained from mission Indians and the development of
ranching within the Florida interior . 20 This high fertility existed
simultaneously with a low number of marriages, a situation
which can be attributed to a decline in the number of males who
migrated to St. Augustine, a state of affairs which the Crown
recognized in 1691 by at least temporarily abandoning efforts to
increase the number of peninsulares in the garrison.21 Moore’s
attack in 1702 returned conditions to the level prior to 1683, and
not until 1733-1742 and 1753-1762 did a high fertility rate reemerge. Even then, James Oglethorpe’s siege of 1740 had much
to do with the reduction of fertility from 1743 to 1752.
Another means of checking fertility in St. Augustine is to
compute a crude birth rate based upon the years for which there
is information on St. Augustine’s population. A birth rate can be
computed with varying degrees of accuracy for 1685, 1689, 1702,
1746, 1759, and 1762-1763.22 Determining the number of births
per 1,000 inhabitants for these years it is possible to come up
respectively with the figures 30, 29, 28, 53, 54, and 45. Thus it can
be projected that the birth rate per 1,000 inhabitants stood much
20. Charles W. Arnade, “Cattle Raising in Spanish Florida, 1513-1763,”
Agricultural History, XXXV (July 1961), 6-7; Albert C. Manucy, ed.
and transl., The History of Castillo de San Marcos & Fort Matanzas,
From Contemporary Narratives and Letters (Washington, 1943), 14-20;
Robert Allen Matter, “Economic Basis of the Seventeenth-Century Florida Missions,” Florida Historical Quarterly, LII (July 1973), 18-38.
21. Luis R. Arana, “The Spanish Infantry: The Queen of Battles in Florida,
1671-1702” (M.A. thesis, University of Florida, 1960), 87-89.
22. The double citation, 1762-1763, is used because the evacuation of St.
Augustine began April 12, 1763, preventing complete information for
the parish registers in 1763.
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lower from 1685 to 1702 than it became in the period 1736 to
1762-1763. Since, however, the birth rates are only for single
years, and the population figures are themselves suspect, one
should not put too much stock in such birth rates, assuming
from the evidence of Figure 1 that birth rates fluctuated widely
from year to year. Besides, the low figures for 1685, 1689, and
1702 do not fit easily into the pattern of fertility previously established in the birth per marriage figures. The population estimates for these three years are likely to be too high.
The record of births in the parish registers also can be used
to obtain another valuable insight into St. Augustine’s population. Counting the number of births by sex, it is evident that,
with the exception of the first generation, more females could
be expected to be born than males. Such a phenomenon is measured by establishing a sex ratio, a figure calculated by dividing
the number of males by the number of females and multiplying
the quotient by 1,000. The overall figure obtained of 968.9 reflects the preponderance of female births. Table 2 shows that
from 1702 to 1732 the figure fell even lower, to 926.1. Such a ratio
in favor of females seems to justify a long-term growth trend in
favor of women which would have made them the decided majority in St. Augustine’s population.
SEX

TABLE 2

RATIO AT BIRTH,

1629-1763

Years

Males

Females

Sex ratio

1629-1670
1671-1701
1702-1732
1733-1763
1629-1763

543
632
652
1,296
3,123

523
643
704
1,351
3,223

1034.2
982.8
926.1
959.2
968.9

On a comparative basis, it is certain that St. Augustine’s birth
rate was higher, for instance, than the 14-15 births per 1,000 presently known in the United States. 23 Previous assertions of a low
birth rate for Hispanic St. Augustine cannot be justified.24 Birth
23.

In 1973, the United States had a birth rate of 14.9 per 1,000 inhabitants,
and more recent estimates show that it has continued to decline.
24. Charles W. Arnade, The Siege of St. Augustine in 1702 (Gainesville,
1959), 9.
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FIGURE 1
Baptisms, marriages and burials in St. Augustine, 1623-1763, by two-year
intervals.

control was largely unknown in seventeenth- and eighteenthcentury Western societies, and contraception had been forbidden
by the Catholic Church.25 Actually, St. Augustine’s birth rate
25.

With the exception of France, birth control was not widely practiced in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe. See Michel Riquet, “Christianity and Population,” and E. A. Wrigley, “Family Limitation in Pre-
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figures are not so high if compared with other contemporary
communities. St. Augustine’s fertility figures seem to have been
similar to those of European communities, with the exception
of the high birth rate figures of 53 and 54, attained in 1746 and
1759.
Fertility has been measured in several early modern European
communities. By seventeenth-century standards, the Spanish birth
rate must be judged low because hunger, small pox, yellow fever,
and economic exhaustion had devastated Castile.26 The birth rate
ranged from 26 to 31 in the parish of San Ginés in Madrid, to 36
in Seville and Palencia, in general a birth rate which resulted in
27
an overall population decline. Such figures do not differ too
much from those of St. Augustine in 1685, 1689, and 1702. Still,
there is evidence of a higher birth rate in the 1640s in the Spanish countryside.28
In the eighteenth century the Spanish birth rate recovered,
and the population began to increase. The birth rate for the
census of 1768 stood at 44.29 Yet only rarely did any place in
Spain record figures as high as St. Augustine’s 53 or 54. Elsewhere
in Europe, fertility does not seem to have reached St. Augustine’s
high birth rate; the English towns of Clayworth and Cogenhoe
report seventeenth-century birth rates of 37 and 31 respectively,
while eighteenth-century Nottingham records rates of between
36 and 40.30 In the French town of Crulai the eighteenth-century
birth per marriage figure was 4, and the birth rate ranged from
36 to 40.31 Overall, St. Augustine’s fertility followed the Euro-

26.
27.
28.
29.

30.
31.

Industrial England,” in Orest and Patricia Ranum, eds., Popular Attitudes toward Birth Control in Pre-Industrial France and England (New
York, 1972), 21-44, 53-99.
Antonio Domínguez Ortiz, La sociedad española en el siglo XVII
(Madrid, 1963), 63-99.
Larquié, “Etude de démographie madrilène,” 243; Domínguez Ortiz, La
sociedad española en el siglo XVII, 64.
Jorge Nadal, La población española (siglos XVI a XX) (Barcelona, 1966),
42-45, 53-90; Domínguez Ortiz, La sociedad española en el siglo XVII,
64-65.
Massimo Livi-Bacci, “Fertility and population growth in Spain in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,” in Glass and Revelle, Population
and Social Change, 174-76; Nadal, La población española (siglos XVI a
XX), 24-25, 91-118; Antonio Domínguez Ortiz, La sociedad española en
el siglo XVIII (Madrid, 1955), 55-75.
Laslett and Harrison, “Clayworth and Cogenhoe,” 173, 176, 182; J. D.
Chambers, “Population Change in a Provincial Town, Nottingham 17001800,” in Glass and Eversley, Population History, 351.
Henry and Gautier, La population de Crulai, paroisse Normande, 57-59.
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pean pattern of a dependent community, admittedly with some
exceptions in the last years of the Hispanic period.
In contrasting St. Augustine’s fertility with the figures for
fertility in the French and British American colonies, St. Augustine’s fertility tended to be lower. From 1711 to 1760, French
Canada possessed a phenomenally high birth rate of between 6.1
and 7.5.32 In the seventeenth century, New England towns had
substantially higher fertility figures than St. Augustine, though
in the eighteenth century there emerged a decline in New England’s fertility, while the birth rate in St. Augustine rose to close
the gap. In the seventeenth century, Andover, Massachusetts, attained a birth per marriage rate of between 5.3 and 5.8, while
during the same period Dedham, Massachusetts, averaged between 4.1 and 5 births per marriage. In the eighteenth century,
both Andover’s and Dedham’s birth rates fluctuated more and
declined, respectively reaching marks of 48-35 and 52-30.33 An
analysis of several New England towns in the 1750s and 1760s
shows a range in birth rates between 47 and 25, with an average
of 34 for the Connecticut towns, and one of 39 for the Massachusetts towns.34 Thus, the decline of fertility in many eighteenthcentury New England towns, combined with the high number
of births per marriage at the end of St. Augustine’s Hispanic
period, allowed St. Augustine to equal the New England towns
in terms of fertility.
One cannot assume that St. Augustine’s population grew in
proportion to its birth rate, birth per marriage rate, or the number of births.35 As in many pre-industrial societies, the number
of deaths regularly offset and even surpassed the number of
births, wiping out generations of population growth within a
32. Jacques Henripin and Yves Péron, “The demographic transition of the
province of Quebec,” in Glass and Revelle, Population and Social
Change, 217-21.
33. Philip J. Greven, Jr., Four Generations: Population, Land, and Family
in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca, New York, 1970), 23-24,
184-85; Lockridge, “Population of Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736,”
329-32.
34. Robert Higgs and H. Louis Stettler, “Colonial New England Demography: A Sampling Approach,” William and Mary Quarterly, XXVII
(April 1970), 288-89.
35. An effort to project St. Augustine’s population from the counting of
baptisms in the parish registers was made by John R. Dunkle, “Population Change As An Element In The Historical Geography of St. Augustine,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVII (July 1958), 7-10.
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few months. Although information on deaths does not cover all
generations, Figure 1 indicates that deaths surpassed births in
several years: 1632, 1636, 1637, 1723, 1727, 1732, 1740, 1741, 1742,
1743, 1744, 1745, and 1747. Deaths became particularly frequent
in 1727, 1732, 1742, and 1747. On at least one occasion, 1744, the
death figures were swelled by the arrival of a party of Swiss
settlers who were shipwrecked and died of exposure.36 These
deaths created the high burial figures for 1744, and the year
should be disregarded in computing the natural death rate. But,
in the majority of cases, the high number of deaths resulted from
conditions within St. Augustine.
Catastrophic numbers of deaths resulted from natural disasters
like plague and famine, and from man-made devastation during
war. Military action contributed to the excessive numbers of
deaths in St. Augustine. The data included in Figure 1 reveals
that the number of deaths in 1740, the year of Oglethorpe’s siege,
increased and was the basis for the high mortality rate for the
period 1740-1745. Oglethorpe’s siege did not affect all vital statistics; those for marriages and births remained relatively steady
as compared to the previous period. Similarly, the plague of
1727 increased mortality to the highest point in the Hispanic
period, even causing a reduction in the number of births.37
There are no figures for deaths during other years of difficulty
like the Davis (Searles) raid of 1668, the famine of 1697, and
Moore’s raid of 1702.38 But the devastation of Governor Moore’s
attack did register in the figures for births and marriages. This
invasion produced a definite decline in the number of births in
1703, along with a substantial rise in the number of marriages
the same year. Apparently many marriages had been postponed
during the time of the enemy occupation. In 1704, the number
of marriages returned to a more normal rate. These significant
changes in both the birth and marriage patterns imply that
Moore’s attack should be considered even more devastating to
36. A study of the inadvertent arrival of immigrants from the Swiss cantons
of Bern, Zurich, Neuchatel, and Appenzell is being completed by
Cynthia Corbett of Florida State University.
37. The plague of 1727 was an unidentified epidemic which began in the
Indian suburbs and spread to St. Augustine. AGI 58-1-31/7, September
10, 1727, ST.
38. The starvation of 1697 developed because no situado had arrived in the
previous seven years. See AGI 54-5-13/101, microfilm of the Spanish Records of the North Carolina Department of Archives and History, roll 9-15.
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St. Augustine than Oglethorpe’s siege, but without the missing
burial records this contention cannot be maintained with certainty.
By computing the percentage of deaths to births, it becomes
possible to establish a periodic notion of the excess of deaths
over births. Table 3 shows that from 1629 to 1638 there were four
deaths for every five births in St. Augustine, a precarious balance
in favor of births. In the third generation and throughout much
of the fourth generation the number of deaths declined so that
there were three for every five births. But the overall percentage
remained only slightly lower because of catastrophic periods
when deaths exceeded births from 1724 to 1728 and from 1739
to 1743. Beginning in 1754 and continuing until the evacuation,
there was a notable fall in the percentage of deaths to births, so
that in these years only one death for every three births came to
be recorded.
For those years when there are population censuses and estimates are available, death rates can be computed. In 1736, 1759,
and 1762-1763 the death rates were respectively 40, 13, and 29
deaths per 1,000 inhabitants. The death rate in 1759 and 17621763 was far less than in 1736, and so much lower in the case of
the 1759 figure that it must be considered an extremely exceptional year. By dropping back a year and using the 1758 death
figure with the 1759 census, one finds a much more reasonable
death rate of 23 deaths per 1,000. Thus, St. Augustine suffered
from a high death rate during most of the Hispanic period, only
reducing its high mortality in its last years as a Spanish colony.
TABLE 3

PER CENT OF DEATHS TO BIRTHS,

1629-1763

Years

Births

Deaths

Per cent

1629-1633
1634-1638
1719-1723
1724-1728
1729-1733
1734-1738
1739-1743
1744-1748
1749-1753
1754-1758
1759-1763

118
120
234
278
277
329
328
445
430
439
596

93
163
321
219
208
399
421
294
232
218

97

82.2
77.5
69.7
115.5
79.1
63.2
121.6
86.6
68.4
52.8
36.6
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In comparing St. Augustine’s death rate with that of other
communities, it is apparent that the extreme fluctuations in the
number of deaths by year make it difficult to gain much perspective in comparison with towns and cities in Europe and colonial
America. St. Augustine’s own death rate ranged from 23 to 40
deaths per 1,000 inhabitants. In Spain, seventeenth-century
Seville and regional Catalonia respectively recorded death rates
of 30 and 36 per 1,000 inhabitants, while in 1700 Madrid’s parish
of San Ginés registered around 20-24.39 But elsewhere in Europe
the figures for the death rate are much higher: in seventeenthcentury Clayworth, 41 deaths per 1,000; in eighteenth-century
Nottingham, from 31-48 deaths per 1,000.40
It is generally agreed that the death rate in colonial America
tended to be lower than in Europe. For example, the eighteenthcentury French Canadian figures for deaths remained between
23 and 34.41 New England’s towns had exceptionally low death
rates: Dedham’s highest death rate figure being 27 per 1,000 inhabitants, while Andover’s seventeenth-century per cent of deaths
to births registered as low as 11.6 per cent. In fact, in only one
year, 1738, did the number of deaths in Andover surpass the
number of births.42 Mortality remained higher in St. Augustine
than in most New England villages, though probably a bit lower
than in European communities, except in a few of the most
catastrophic years.
Did certain segments of St. Augustine’s population contribute
to the high death rate out of proportion to their numbers? In
many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century communities infant
and child mortality swelled the annual number of deaths to
high levels. Dividing children into two groups: those of five years
of age or under, and those of fifteen years of age or under, will
provide an idea of the extent to which these two groups of young
people contributed to the high death rate in St. Augustine.
Rough approximations of the numbers of these young people
39. Domínguez Ortiz, La sociedad española en el siglo XVII, 65; Larquié,
“Etude de démographie madrilène,” 247.
40. Laslett and Harrison, “Clayworth and Cogenhoe,” 173, 176, 182;
Chambers, “Population Change in a Provincial Town, Nottingham 17001800, ” 351
41. Henripin and Péron, “The demographic transition of the province of
Quebec,” 218-19, 221-22.
42. Greven, Four Generations, 25, 186-87; Lockridge, “Population of Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736,” 332-33.
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who died only exist for random years: 1630, 1631, 1633, 1634,
1635, 1636, 1637, 1719, 1743, 1746, 1758, 1759, 1762. Table 4 displays the percentages of the younger and the total number of
children buried during these years. In the 1630s three out of ten
deaths should be classified as those of infants or very young
children, and two out of ten deaths were of older children, so that
one out of two deaths represented a person fifteen years of age
or under. From 1719 to 1746, the percentage of deaths of these
two groups of young people remained approximately the same,
but the number of deaths among infants and young children increased within the group to 43.6 per cent of the entire number
of deaths. Finally, as part of a general trend of growth from 1758
to 1762, there was a decline in the number of deaths among
young people to the point that they numbered only three out of
every ten deaths. Yet, the lives of young people could still not
be considered totally secure; in 1758 they again contributed
heavily to the high death rate.
Before settling upon a high child mortality figure, other statistics should also be examined. One must break down St. Augustine’s population into age groups, so that the percentage of
deaths can be compared with the percentage of people in each
MORTALITY
Period

1630-1637

1719-1746

1758-1762

OF PERSONS

TABLE 4

15

YEARS OF AGE OR UNDER,

Years

1630
1631
1633
1634
1635
1636
1637
1719
1732
1743
1745
1746
1758
1759
1762

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol54/iss3/3

1630-1762

0-5

0-15

No.

Per cent

No.

Per cent

3
4
3
9
7
7
7
40
13
62
15
26
36
152
18
3
18
39

14.3
26.7
17.6
69.2
41.2
29.2
25.0
29.6
68.4
54.4
21.1
38.2
46.8
43.6
32.1
9.7
20.7
22.4

8
8
4
9
8
10
19
66
13
63
17
29
38
160
28
3
22
53

38.1
53.3
23.5
69.2
47.1
41.7
67.9
48.9
68.4
55.3
23.9
42.6
49.4
45.8
50.0
9.7
25.3
30.5
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age group. Information on ages in the parish registers is too inconsistent to set up an age pyramid for St. Augustine, but it is
possible to formulate an idea of the ratio of adults to children
from the evacuation reports of 1763-1764. They show 57 per cent
of the evacuees classified as adults and 43 per cent children.43
The surprisingly high percentage of children is typical of eighteenth-century dependent communities. The large number of
children within the population is explained by the fact that low
life expectancy assured that only eight per cent or less of the
population would live beyond the age of sixty.44 A study of white
population in the eighteenth-century Caribbean community of
Barbados shows more than half of the population under twenty
years of age.45 Though Barbados had an exceptionally youthful
population, there is no reason to consider an eighteenth century
figure of 43 per cent unusually high, except in the self-contained
46
communities of New England. It is probable the percentage of
children in St. Augustine could be scaled down for the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. More than 1,000 babies, a
very high number, were born between 1753 and 1762, and many
of these survived. One should thus conclude that a figure of 43
per cent is higher than in earlier generations. A figure of 35 or
36 per cent of children in the population is a simple conjecture
for the earlier generations. What is more definite, however, is
that in only a few of the random years, specifically 1634, 1637,
1719, and 1732, did the percentage of deaths of children and
youths exceed their percentage of St. Augustine’s population.
More often, particularly in 1759, 1761, and 1763, the percentage
of children and youths who died declined far below their proportion of the population. If certain conjectures are accepted, it appears that extensive child mortality did not constitute a consistently important factor in creating St, Augustine’s high death
rate.
43. AGI 86-6-6/43, April 16, 1764, ST; AGI 87-1-5/3-4, January 22, 1764,
September 26, 1766, January 27, 1770, ST.
44. Edward Rosset, Aging Process of Population, transl. by I. Dobosy et. al.,
ed. by H. Infeld (New York, 1964), 56-59.
45. Patricia A. Molen, “Population and Social Patterns in Barbados in the
Early Eighteenth Century,” William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series,
XXVIII (April 1971), 294-96.
46. In seventeenth-century Andover, Massachusetts, it was not unusual for
more than twenty per cent of the men who survived to the age of twenty
to live to be older than eighty. Greven, Four Generations, 27, 108-10.
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Though children did not contribute as much as expected to
St. Augustine’s high death rate, St. Augustine’s males consistently
did. In Table 5 the number of deaths in random years have been
divided by sex and have been computed into male percentages.
Gathering the percentages of male deaths into periods, the figures
reveal that in the 1630s males averaged 61.9 per cent of the
deaths; from 1719 to 1746, 69.1 per cent of the deaths; and from
1758 to 1763, 68.6 per cent of the deaths. During these random
years the community buried two men for every one woman. The
male death rate in St. Augustine was traditionally higher than
the female because of military and exploratory duties. Still, the
female death rate was not radically lower on account of high
mortality in child birth. Such an unusually high number of male
burials should most probably be attributed to the fact that men
outnumbered women in the population.
TABLE 5

MORTALITY

BY SEX, 1623-1763,
BASED ON MALE DEATHS AS A PERCENT OF TOTAL DEATHS

Period

1623-1638

1719-1746

1758-1763
1623-1763

Years

Males

Females

Per cent

1623
1630
1631
1632
1633
1634
1635
1636
1637
1638

14
9
9
15
7
10
13
13
17
5
112
16
87
44
59
53
48
307
31
20
19
25
65
26
186
605

2
9
5
15
6
3
13
7
8
1
69
6
24
23
39
16
29
137
25
11
8
7
22
12
85
291

87.5
50.0
64.3
50.0
53.8
76.9
50.0
65.0
68.0
83.3
61.9
72.7
78.4
65.7
60.2
76.8
62.3
69.1
55.4
64.5
70.4
78.1
74.7
68.4
68.6
67.5

1719
1732
1743
1744
1745
1746
1758
1759
1760
1761
1762
1763
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One last set of data comes from the lists of marriages in the
parish registers. It is important to note that marriage rates are
one of the most sensitive records of economic change, and that a
high marriage rate is an excellent indicator of material prosperity. In most seventeenth- and eighteenth-century communities
marriage was a calculated act, taking into account assets and
future prospects, rather than affection and physical attraction.47
Figure 1 shows that during crises in St. Augustine like the years
1668, 1702, and 1740 the number of marriages remained low.
However, as the number of young peninsulares increased within
the garrison, and St. Augustine’s crillo girls found themselves
heirs to houses and the possessors of substantial dowries, the
number of marriages increased. In consequence, St. Augustine
generally achieved a high marriage rate.
Using the censuses and estimates for 1685, 1689, 1702, 1736,
and 1756-1759, it is possible to calculate the following respective
marriage rates per 1,000 inhabitants: 7, 10, 6, 13, 13. The figures
show a trend toward a higher marriage rate after 1702. Furthermore, the last figures are considerably higher than those of
European communities. Seventeenth-century Clayworth, England,
and Crulai, France, had figures of approximately 7 marriages per
1,000 while eighteenth-century Nottingham ranged between 8
and 13.48 Moreover, in the case of the marriage rate, the French
and British colonial possessions ranked generally lower.49 The
figures for Dedham averaged between 6 and 7 marriages per
1,000 and even eighteenth-century French Canada achieved only
a mark of 9-10 marriages per 1,000.50 In terms of its marriage
rate, then, St. Augustine must have been a community in which
marriages could be readily and often contracted.
So far this study has examined St. Augustine as though it
were a completely closed community, totally dependent upon
natural causes for its level of population. To assess the role of
migration in St. Augustine’s growth, the historian must integrate
clues from the previous demographic analysis into his knowledge
47. Eversley, “Population, Economy and Society,” 39-45.
48. Laslett and Harrison, “Clayworth and Cogenhoe,” 173, 176, 182; Henry
and Gautier, La population de Crulai, paroisse Normande, 59-61.
49. Larquié, “Etude de démographie madrilène,” 245.
50. Lockridge, “Population of Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736,” 330;
Henripin and Péron, “The demographic transition of the province of
Quebec,” 218-19, 225-26.
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of mobility in St. Augustine. Outward migration from St. Augustine to the Florida hinterland seems to have been minimal because of the undeveloped and undefended nature of the Florida
interior. Development of ranching in the 1680s and 1690s did
cause some emigration from the town, but often it was only of a
temporary nature and such outward migration came to an abrupt
halt after Moore’s attacks of 1702 and 1703-1704 on St. Augustine
and Apalache.51 For the rest of the Hispanic period the Florida
interior was abandoned and population concentrated around St.
Augustine. The evidence of migration from Spain, Spanish
America, and Africa to St. Augustine is much more substantial.
Another study, over the period 1658-1756, has shown that 64.1
per cent of the males married in St. Augustine were not natives
of the town.52 During the same period the figures for women
married in St. Augustine assert that only 15.1 per cent were born
outside of St. Augustine.53 Clearly, immigration was extremely
important in contributing to the number of males who married
in St. Augustine.
If one combines the figures of women and men who married
in St. Augustine, but were not natives, there is an understanding
of the acceleration of immigration. Table 6 shows the number
of immigrants by period, and then by yearly average, to take into
account the variation of years by period. Since migration is best
measured by change from one period to the next, substantial inTABLE 6

MIGRATION TO ST. AUGUSTINE BY PERIOD, 1658-1756

Period

Number of
Immigrants

Number of
Immigrants by Year

Per cent of
Change

1658-1670
1671-1701
1702-1732
1733-1756

51
189
222
416

3.9
6.1
7.2
16.6

56.4
18.0
130.6

-------

51. John Jay TePaske, The Governorship of Spanish Florida, 1700-1763
(Durham, 1964), 110-16.
52. Theodore G. Corbett, “Migration to a Spanish Imperial Frontier in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries: St. Augustine,” Hispanic American Historical Review, 54 (August 1974), 418.
53. This figure was computed from a sample consisting of 1,046 females or
77.18 per cent of the females whose marriages were recorded in the St.
Augustine parish registers from 1658 to 1756.
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crease in the number of immigrants by year shows a rise in the
influx of immigrants to St. Augustine. Overall, Table 6 gives
evidence that the number of immigrants increased throughout
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, reaching a peak from
1733 to 1756. In fact, the influx of immigrants to St. Augustine
in the fourth period was more than double what it had been in
the third period. The second period, 1671-1701, was also one of
heavy immigration, while the third period, 1702-1733, showed
only moderate increase. The data contained in Figure 1 indicates
that the influx of immigrants appears to have paralleled the increase in the number of marriages and estimated births. As in
dependent communities, immigration had a considerable influence over the rate of growth in St. Augustine.
Because of extensive male immigration there were more men
in St. Augustine than women. Certainly there were more during
the evacuation of 1763-1764. Figure 2 indicates that they were
the majority of both adults and children. Furthermore, the
surplus of males explains two unanswered questions about previously presented material. The burial figures showing the interment of two males for every female do not reflect a higher
mortality rate for males. Rather they indicate that males were
more numerous in the population than females, and consequently they account for a larger number of burials. Also, the
low sex ratio that existed after 1670 would have produced, carried to its logical conclusion, a surplus of females by the time of
the evacuation. But it did not because immigration of males
made up for the natural population loss. The constant influx of
men, many of whom were single, provided eligible husbands for
an increasing population of daughters and widows. Hence St.
Augustine’s marriage rate was high, and these marriages were the
key to the demographic survival of the town.
How does St. Augustine fit with our earlier descriptions of
the contrasting self-contained and dependent communities? On
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FIGURE 2
Population structure, the evacuation of 1763-1764 by adults and children.
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the whole, St. Augustine’s population pattern followed the dependent type, for mortality was high; in 1727-1728, for instance,
over 10 per cent of the population died. Births per marriage
were also low so that the chance of population increase in St.
Augustine was minimal. Demographic decline was prevented,
however, because of the constant influx of male immigrants. Yet,
this overall view did contain some periods which were more
compatible with the model of a self-contained community. From
1683 to 1702 and from 1753 to 1762 the number of births per
marriage was high, while mortality in the second period declined
to the point that there were no longer catastrophic death cycles.
During both periods the economic environment was healthy because of the construction of new fortifications and an adequate
food supply. But even in these two periods, population was essentially dependent, although there were some fleeting moments
when St. Augustine’s demographic history was not so different
from the self-contained towns of New England.
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